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     The South Dakota Department of Veterans Affairs will be hosting a State Bridge 
Dedication Ceremony to honor U.S. Army Staff Sergeant Gregory Wagner. 
     The ceremony will be Thursday, November 11, 2021, at 10:00 a.m. (CT) at the 
Hanson High School Gymnasium in Alexandria (600 Juniper Street).   
     The South Dakota HWY 38 Bridge over the James River east of Mitchell, will be 
dedicated to SSG Wagner.  
     Wagner graduated in 1989 from Hanson High School in Alexandria, and soon 
after, enlisted in the South Dakota National Guard.  His unit was deployed to Iraq in 
October 2005.  On May 8, 2006, he died when his convoy was attacked in 
a Baghdad neighborhood. 
     Naming bridges in honor of our combat veterans who died while serv-
ing their country is an initiative of Governor Kristi Noem and the South 
Dakota Departments of Military, Transportation, and Veterans Affairs. 
     “Whenever and wherever this nation has called, in times of darkness 
and danger, as well as in times of peace and prosperity, veterans have 
been there and have proudly carried the torch of liberty for all to see,” 
said Greg Whitlock, secretary of the South Dakota Department of Veter-
ans Affairs.  
     “Our fallen heroes are no longer with us, but their memory lives on in 
the hearts of their loved ones and our state,” said Whitlock. “Naming our 
South Dakota bridges in honor of our fallen will give us an opportunity of 
remembrance, reflection, and respect—for honoring the men and women 
who gave their lives in service to this nation. They cherished liberty and 
loved freedom enough to lay down their lives to preserve our way of life.” 
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Va expands offering of 

covid-19 booster vaccines 
     The United States Department of Veterans Affairs is now offering Moderna and Johnson & Johnson 
(J&J)/Janssen COVID-19 vaccine booster shots under Emergency Use Authorization, expanding on last 
month’s authorization of the Pfizer-BioNTech booster. 
     This decision follows last week’s Food and Drug Administration’s authorization and Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention’s recommendation for a booster dose using the Moderna or J&J vaccines. 
     “Booster shots are an important step forward in the fight against COVID-19,” said VA Secretary Denis 
McDonough. “With the authorization of additional COVID-19 vaccine booster options, the VA is helping more 
veterans maximize their protection, continuing our work to keep people safe and save lives during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.” 
     The VA will follow CDC guidance in offering COVID-19 booster shots: 

• For individuals who completed a Pfizer-BioNTech or Moderna COVID-19 vaccine series, the following 
groups are eligible for a booster shot at least 6 months after their second dose: 
 65 years and older. 
 Age 18+ who live in long-term care settings. 
 Age 18+ who have underlying medical conditions. 
 Age 18+ who work or live in high-risk settings. 

• People 18 years and older are eligible to receive a COVID-19 booster shot at least 2 months after their 
initial J&J vaccine. 

     Eligible individuals may choose which vaccine they receive as a booster dose. Some people may have a 
preference for the vaccine type that they originally received and others, may prefer to get a different boost-
er. CDC’s recommendations now allow for this type of mix and match dosing for booster shots. 
     The safety and care of veterans is the VA’s top priority, as well as ensuring the health and welfare of its 
workforce. Many sites in the VA are open for walk-ins during hours when vaccine clinics are operational, and 
where booster vaccines are available. Booster shots are being offered to veterans receiving care at the VA 
and employees. The VA is also offering the booster to veterans, their spouses, caregivers and CHAMPVA re-
cipients under the authority of the SAVE LIVES Act, as supply and capacity permits. The Save Lives Act which 
was signed into law in March 2021 expanded the VA’s authority to offer vaccine to include veterans not tra-
ditionally eligible for VHA care, and others including spouses and caregivers of veterans. 
     CDC advises that people can get both the COVID-19 vaccine and flu vaccine at the same time. Veterans 
receiving care at the VA who wish to get a booster shot can get both shots together during the same visit. 
     Veterans who would like additional information can visit the VA COVID-19 vaccines webpage, visit 
their local facility’s website or contact their care team. Visit VA’s Questions webpage for questions and an-
swers regarding COVID-19 vaccine. 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/booster-shot.html#long-term-care
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/people-with-medical-conditions.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/booster-shot.html#HighRisk
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1276
https://www.va.gov/health-care/eligibility/
https://www.va.gov/health-care/eligibility/priority-groups/
https://www.va.gov/health-care/eligibility/priority-groups/
https://www.va.gov/health-care/covid-19-vaccine/
https://www.va.gov/find-locations/?facilityType=health&serviceType=Covid19Vaccine
https://www.va.gov/initiatives/have-questions-before-you-get-your-covid-19-vaccine/
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Va extends presumptive 

period for persian gulf 

war veterans 
     The United States Department of Veterans Affairs has extended the presumptive period to Dec. 31, 2026 
for qualifying chronic disabilities rated 10% or more resulting from undiagnosed illnesses in Persian Gulf War 
Veterans to ensure benefits established by Congress are fairly administered. 
     If an extension of the current presumptive period was not implemented, service members whose condi-
tions arise after Dec. 31, 2021 would be substantially disadvantaged compared to service members whose 
conditions manifested at an earlier date. 
     Limiting entitlement to benefits due to the expiration of the presumptive period would be premature giv-
en that current studies remain 
inconclusive as to the cause 
and time of onset of illnesses 
suffered by Persian Gulf War 
Veterans. 
     The VA presumes certain 
medically unexplained illness-
es are related to Persian Gulf 
War service without regard to 
cause, including, chronic fa-
tigue syndrome, fibromyalgia, 
and functional gastrointestinal 
disorders. Also included are 
undiagnosed illnesses with 
symptoms that may include 
but are not limited to abnor-
mal weight loss, cardiovascular disease, muscle and joint pain, headache, menstrual disorders, neurological 
and psychological problems, skin conditions, respiratory disorders, and sleep disturbances. 
     Persian Gulf War Veterans who are experiencing any of the symptoms listed above and other unexplained 
medical issues are encouraged to file a claim. 
Learn more about VA and Gulf War Veterans. 

https://www.benefits.va.gov/persona/veteran-gulfwar.asp
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     Substance use is associated with an increased risk for suicide, especially for those struggling with a co-
occurring mental health problem or previous suicide attempt. Substance use can lead to increased feelings of 
depression and worthlessness, acting impulsively and impairing the ability to make good choices.  Starting 
the conversation, listening, and providing support can be positive steps towards recovery.  
     “A history of alcohol and substance use is one of the greatest risk factors for suicide,” said Department of 
Social Services (DSS) Cabinet Secretary Laurie Gill. “When substance use is problematic, it can feel like suicide 
is the only way out, but that is not true. South Dakota has numerous resources to help treat substance use 
disorders and mental health issues.” 
     DSS contracts with accredited substance use disorder treatment agencies and community mental health 
centers across the state to provide services to adults and youth. Services include screenings and assessments, 
early intervention, detoxification, outpatient and inpatient treatment services. Funding assistance may be 
available. To find a treatment provider in your area, please visit dss.sd.gov/behavioralhealth/agencycounty.  
According to the Department of Health, suicide is the 10th leading cause of death in South Dakota. There 
were 185 suicides in 2020 in South Dakota.  
     “There are many factors that contribute to suicide and research has shown a strong connection with sub-
stance use,” Gill said. “Talking about substance use and thoughts of suicide is important to getting help.” 
If you are experiencing thoughts of suicide, please call 1.800.273.TALK (8255) or send a text to 741741. Visit 
SDSuicidePrevention.org or BeThe1SD.com to find resources and learn more about suicide prevention.  
     To get help with substance use issues, please call the South Dakota Resource Hotline at 1.800.920.4343. 
For more information on substance use disorder treatment options, visit onmeth.com or avoidopioidsd.com. 
 
 

Substance use has 

dangerous tie to suicide 

https://dss.sd.gov/behavioralhealth/agencycounty.aspx
https://sdsuicideprevention.org/
https://sdsuicideprevention.org/be-the-1-sd/?utm_source=SDSP-Header&utm_medium=Web&utm_campaign=BeThe1SD
https://onmeth.com/
https://www.avoidopioidsd.com/
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Sddva continues to accept 

nominations for fallen 

hero bridge dedications 

     The South Dakota Department of Veterans Affairs continues to accept 
nominations for the South Dakota “Fallen Heroes Bridge Dedication” pro-
gram. To date, South Dakota has dedicated eighteen bridges, honoring 21 he-
roes, since the program started in 2019.      
     More than 3,000 South Dakotans have made the ultimate sacrifice. SDDVA 
has a complete list of South Dakota casualties by county that can be viewed 
at:  
https://vetaffairs.sd.gov/resources/War%20Casualties%20y%20County.aspx 
     Nominations for 2022 dedications are due by April 1, 2022.   The selection 
committee will meet in April and review the applications received. The online 
application form can be found at:    
https://vetaffairs.sd.gov/resources/
Fallen%20Hero%20Bridge%
20Dedications/SDDOM%20SDDVA%

20Bridge%20Naming%20Application.pdf. 
     We encourage all nominators to submit as much supportive docu-
mentation with their application as possible.   Supportive documenta-
tion could include:  letters of support, photos, funeral memorial, press 
releases, letters from Department of Defense or respective military 

branch, citations, etc.    We also re-
quest that nominators identify their preferred bridge for dedication.     
 
 

https://vetaffairs.sd.gov/resources/War%20Casualties%20y%20County.aspx
https://vetaffairs.sd.gov/resources/Fallen%20Hero%20Bridge%20Dedications/SDDOM%20SDDVA%20Bridge%20Naming%20Application.pdf
https://vetaffairs.sd.gov/resources/Fallen%20Hero%20Bridge%20Dedications/SDDOM%20SDDVA%20Bridge%20Naming%20Application.pdf
https://vetaffairs.sd.gov/resources/Fallen%20Hero%20Bridge%20Dedications/SDDOM%20SDDVA%20Bridge%20Naming%20Application.pdf
https://vetaffairs.sd.gov/resources/Fallen%20Hero%20Bridge%20Dedications/SDDOM%20SDDVA%20Bridge%20Naming%20Application.pdf
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Nov 9—USD Coyote Women’s Basketball Military Appreciation Day—Sanford Coyote Sports Center— 
     Vermillion—7:00 pm (CT) 
Nov 11—State Offices Closed 
Nov 11—Fallen Hero Bridge Dedication—SSG Gregory Wagner—Hanson High School (600 Juniper Street)— 
     Alexandria—10:00 am (CT) 
Nov 11—USD Coyote Men’s Basketball Military Appreciation Day—Sanford Pentagon—Sioux Falls—1:00 pm (CT) 
Nov 13—Northern Hills Veterans Appreciation Fair—Sturgis Community Center (1401 Lazelle Street)—12:00—
3:00 pm (MT) 
Nov 25-26—State Offices Closed 
Dec 7—Governor’s Budget Address 
Dec 18—Wreaths Across America—South Dakota Veterans Cemetery—Sioux Falls—11:00 am (CT) 
Dec 24—State Offices Closed 
Dec 31—State Offices Closed 

2022 
Jan 10—POW/MIA Chair of Honor Dedication—State Capitol—2:00 pm (CT) 
Jan 11—Governor’s State of the State Address 
Jan 12—SD Veterans Council Meeting—RedRossa Italian Grille—Pierre—3:00 pm (CT) 
Jan 12—SD Veterans Council/SDDVA Legislative Reception—RedRossa Italian Grille—Pierre—5:30—7:30 pm (CT) 
Feb 18-20—American Legion Mid Winter Conference—Oacoma 
Jun 9-12—State VFW Convention—Ramada Inn—Mitchell 
Jun 12—Midwest Honor Flight Annual Honor Ride 
Jun 16-19—State American Legion Conference—Watertown 
Jul 18-23—National Veterans Golden Age Games—Sioux Falls 
Jul 31-Aug 4 – Military Order of the Purple Heart National Convention – Rapid City 

Aug 15-18—SDDVA Annual CTVSO Benefit School 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Audry Ricketts, Public Information Officer 

South Dakota Department of the Military https://military.sd.gov/ 

South Dakota Department of Veterans Affairs https://vetaffairs.sd.gov 

Soldiers and Sailors Building  -  425 E Capitol Avenue 

Pierre, SD 57501 

Phone: 605-773-8242  

E-mail address: audry.ricketts@state.sd.us 
 

Upcoming events  

https://military.sd.gov/
mailto:audry.ricketts@state.sd.us

